from Ghana (Van Ham et al., 1992) -supplemented by findings worldwide. The common denominator to these three studies was their methodology. This combined participant observation with structured interviews and case studies of selected individuals. Initially, major commercial districts were identified, which were later divided into 'action topography' areas, such as markets and cinema halls, that street children regularly stake out because they offer varied contexts of social and economic opportunity. Respondents were then randomly selected and asked about their socio-demographic characteristics: issues like their family situations, why they took to the streets and their present mode of living, their perceptions of adults, attitudes to law enforcement and hopes about the future. Altogether, 2,100 children were interviewed (300 in Namibia, 800 in Zambia and 1,000 in Ghana) following which their answers were shared with community leaders in a series of workshops.
C H I L D R E N A N D S O C I E T Y
It is a general truism that children are held in one of two regards or combinations thereof: as good scapegoats or bad. On the good scapegoat we project our ideals, and so protect adoringly; conversely, on the bad scapegoat we project our guilt, and consequently fear. Yet as divergent as these perspectives are, they hold one thing in common: both are rooted in pathological constructs of childhood, whose inherent response to the raising of children is to control their behaviour.
The protection model derives from an ideology that emphasises the weaknesses of, and consequent dangers to, children, and although sustained throughout society, is espoused especially by the professional community. For example, most child workers believe that street children have a negative image of themselves (Oliveira et al., 1992) . Similarly, The Fourth World Movement (1986:9) refers to 'a street child or an exploited youngster' as though these are necessarily the same. Also, and perhaps more important, this model is ingrained with an overpowering emotive force that defies its scrutiny by inducing instincts to 'rescue' children if their needs go unheeded:
In contrast, the fear model stems from judgements that regard children as a threat to society. This follows the historic belief that moral thought develops by constraint, and so children must be directed 'prop-erly' if they are not to exert their energies in ways that are harmful. The ensuing conclusion, therefore, is that children must be controlled, as exemplified by the accelerating trend in the Americas to confine unaccompanied minors to their homes after dark.
Within this latter configuration, children 'contaminated' by poverty have for centuries been judged by the dominant elites as a particular danger, especially after the dawn of industrialisation. With the introduction of mechanisation, pauperism first became immoral and then criminal, as the bourgeoisie sought to command what little labour was available. This was done first by drafting religion to their cause, that made wage-earning the definition of spirituality, and later the law: 'begging, movement, vagrancy … were essentially the same problem … a threat to the labor supply' (Compton, 1980:153) . Then, when changing demographics led to a glut in working hands but monetarism had already displaced many households' autarchic way of life, the fear of crime took over. In both cases, where children were concerned, the solution was to detain the 'idle', beginning with their indenture and culminating in schooling, which serves not only to help children get ahead, but keeps them from competing with adults for employment and from intruding on the adult world in general.
To be sure, the fear and the protective models are not mutually exclusive. People who subscribe to the protective model recognise that children need control, just as people who endorse the fear model accept that children need protection. The weight accorded to each side, however, accounts for many of our ambivalent, and often paradoxical, policies towards children. Thus, for example:
Children are treated as incompetent, but are expected to use these same 'incompetencies' to learn. Children are expected to make good the faults of their elders, but are educated to reify the status quo. Children are highly constricted in their activities and in what they can do with their bodies, but increasingly are given personal rights that presuppose self-control. The very characteristics of children that are feared are held uppermost: their weakness is protected and their innocence preserved. Hence when children behave like children, it is demanded that they act like adults, and when they behave like adults, they are required to act like children. It is increasingly stressed that children need adult supervision at a time when more and more adults, especially males, are deemed to be potentially dangerous to children.
N O RT H A N D S O U T H
For the past few decades, more Northern than Southern societies have gravitated towards the protective model of childhood due to a combination of factors that are not part of the experience of most countries in the South. First among these factors are demographics. Decreases in the number of births and ascending longevity have so changed the North's age structure that children are rapidly becoming almost an endangered species. In Europe, for example, children 15 years of age and under made up only 20 per cent of the population in 1991 and their number is expected to decrease by a further 10 per cent before stabilising. Safeguarding society's very continuity is thus a top European priority. In contrast, in much of the South, and especially in Africa, where the fertility rate is over three times as high as in Europe and longevity much lower, 45 per cent of the population in this year was fifteen years of age and under (UN, 1992) . Many might consider this a surplus, but this figure in itself dictates that the South has different priorities than the North.
Another factor is economic. Changes in the means of production, coupled with institutionalised social security systems and the material capability to sustain a postponed generation, have created conditions in the North such that the instrumental value of children has been replaced by their expressive value. '(Economically) children have become relatively worthless to their parents, but priceless in terms of their psychological worth' (Scheper-Hughes, 1980, p. 2) . For most families in the South, on the other hand, this situation is reversed. With physical labour at a premium, poverty all pervasive and collective expenditure towards personal welfare almost non-existent, the rational response is to put children rapidly to use in helping with the household's economic survival.
Finally, for reasons that need not be elaborated herein, the North is currently adopting ever stricter definitions on what is considered acceptable private conduct, which leads to ever widening social policy designed to anticipate presumed deviance, or what Kaminer (1994, p. 34) calls '(the belief) that there is a political solution … for every interpersonal problem'. Northern judgements about children's behaviour and lifestyles that do not conform to these standards are, therefore, becoming increasingly harsh, whereas for the people of the South, with other agendas, they are simply accepted or at least condoned.
Taken together, the major effect of these changes is that childhood in the North is becoming an ever more differentiated construct from adulthood that, with an expanding interim of adolescence, is expected to be dedicated purely to growing up. It follows from this that children should live aloof from the worries of non-childhood life and its responsibilities, chief among which, in operational terms, is their separation from the economic arena. Child streetism, one of whose major components is economic, is thereby regarded as an antithesis to childhood, and in the light of its emotive force -an anathema as well.
C H I L D S T R E E T I S M
Child streetism is a concept reserved exclusively to identify children in the South who regularly engage in economic activity on public terrain. In the North, children with similar characteristics are more commonly called 'homeless', 'runaways' or 'delinquents' which carry quite different connotations. In 1991, street children were estimated to comprise 5 per cent of the South's total child population (Taçon, 1992) .
The roots of child streetism are in macro and micro poverty. At the macro level, it mainly reflects many families' inability to meet the cost of the most basic commodities, and governments' inability (or ideological reluctance) to support these families in child rearing.
1 Another factor is a poor school system, which fails to act as a channel of upward mobility. In part, this is due to a chronic shortage of places, but also to the irrelevance of much of the curricula that try to emulate the North, and the harassment of pupils about school uniforms and other non-tuition fees that their families can ill afford. At the more personal level, poverty is known to weaken the capacity of adults to cope with daily contingencies that, in turn, increases the value they place on their children's obedience and maintenance of the home. Some children find this difficult to take, and seek greater freedom elsewhere (McLoyd and Wilson, 1991) .
Unlike other categories of children who might be identified by their physical and mental abilities, street children cannot be described by precise criteria. Rather, theirs is a generic term that denotes young people with a special relationship to the street, their families and the public at large.
Most street children are usually termed children in the street (Glauser, 1990) . These are young people who spend a significant part of their time on the streets because this is where they work and socialise, having carved out niches for themselves at the low end of the informal economy. Most often, they work in easy-entry occupations which allow considerable autonomy and require little capital. Typical examples are street vending, and offering personal services, such as portering, car washing, running errands and guarding merchandise. Contrary to popular thought, however, none of the children in this category are runaways or abandoned; all have homes to return to, and they maintain daily, or almost daily, contact with their immediate families or with other relatives who look after them.
2 Indeed, it is their parents who most often provide them with their start-capital (Ghana National Commission on Children, 1991). In contrast, only a small minority of street children -usually no more than 2 to 7 per cent -have severed all, or most, contact with their families (Blanc, 1991; Taçon, 1991a, b) . These are called children of the street because they both work and reside there, although even among this group of children many shelter with informal guardians and some 40 per cent continue to contribute occasionally to their immediate family's budget (Blanc, 1994) . The members of this latter group usually are also older than their counterparts in the street (Lusk, 1992 ).
Yet probably the most significant trait of street children is their relationship to the public. Instead of using the street only as a channel of conduit between private pursuits, as most lower-and middle-class people do, street children spend much of their time on it and so are publicly visible. Their very presence thereby challenges bourgeois society which governs in the expectation that children will intrude as little as possible on the adult world, and distinguishes sharply between public and private, so generating calls that street children disappear from view.
comitantly rendering children vulnerable to environmental hazards and exploitation. These and other negative traits are supposedly evidenced in the street child's poor health, alienation, emotional disabilities and delinquent behaviour (see, e.g., Kotlowitz, 1991) .
Yet the empirical evidence is quite different. On average, street children earn one to one and a half times the minimum wage of adults (Blanc, 1994; Proio et al., 1994) and this, being spent mostly on themselves, is generally sufficient to meet the cost of decent and nutritious meals (Taçon, 1991a) . Indeed, for many, food is less plentiful at home (Burling, 1990b; Munyakho, 1992) . Also, most street children report that they are satisfied with what they eat, and that sometimes they even over-eat (Chatterjee, 1992; Van Ham et al. 1992) . Consequently, when asked 'How could you be helped best?' only 12 per cent of the respondents in three cities in Zambia replied 'with food' (Taçon, 1991a) . For the same reason, a good outfit is usually not beyond the means of most street children, although they might ignore the middle-class view of decency in preference for worn-out clothes that might rarely be removed for washing, or decide to spend their money elsewhere.
In the same vein, most street children report that they are generally healthy or that when ill, they are looked after by a relative. In Accra, for example, only 14 per cent claimed that they looked after themselves in times of illness, although 42 per cent reported that, like many of their elders, they usually resort to self-medication purchased from traditional drug peddlers or over the counter. 4 Another misconception about street children is that they are highly individualistic, or that the street drives them to individualism. Research shows, however, that they are more likely to live and operate in groups, where solidarity extends from the sharing of food so that 'everybody at least gets something' (Burling, 1990a) , through the provision of emotional and physical support, to contributions towards the cost of medication. Also, these groups are highly organised: they have a recognised leader, whose position cannot be dismissed as based solely on harassment, while other members accept each other as fellow children. Indeed, it is as if they create for themselves a new 'family' as witnessed by Vittachi's (1989) description of a group of children in Chile who lived under a bridge. Every day, shopping lists were drawn up and tasks distributed, and while the oldest members went to work, the middle children cared for the youngest. Similarly, but in a more institutionalised manner, a Kotokoli girl in Accra who slept on the streets told of regularly contributing part of her earnings to a 'mutual aid association' that looked after its members when they were unable to work (Van Ham et al., 1992) . This last facet of child street life notwithstanding, most street children (including those 'of ' the street) are rarely cut off from 'positive' adult influence. Like their counterparts in Werner and Smith's (1982) famous study on resilient family-anchored children who live in poverty in Hawaii, they at times attach themselves to adult mentors, or are temporarily adopted by supportive adults in times of trouble. This is especially so in Africa, where, in spite of a weakening of the traditional civic responsibility of adults to direct the conduct of children -be they their formal guardians or not -this practice persists. For example, the person that one street child in the Accra study liked best was the secretary of the local fishermen's association who gave him food, money, and, most importantly, advice (Van Ham et al., 1992) . Similarly, several of this study's interviewers noted that one of their recurring obstacles in undertaking their work were other adults on the street who induced their interviewees not to co-operate, fearing that they might come to harm. It was only after these adults were put at ease, that they allowed the interviews to take place.
Finally, and again in contrast to popular perception, research uniformly shows that few street children are involved in criminal activities, although given that part of their behaviour, such as sleeping rough, is the preserve of the law, they are often attended to by the police. In Windhoek and Bombay, for example, while two out of five children were at some time arrested, 80 per cent were immediately released (Taçon, 1991b; Blanc, 1994) . Similarly, in Botswana, 75 per cent of the children detained were found to be criminally 'clean ' (Okello-Wengi, 1994) , and in Zambia not a single child was ever brought to court (Taçon, 1991a) . Rather, most detentions of street children are driven by so-called 'clean up' campaigns prior to the tourist season (Dorfman, 1984; Porio et al., 1994) , or by the informal street trading in which they engage, which competes with established enterprises and deprives government of permit revenues.
D I S C U S S I O N
It is not the intention of this article to romanticise the street, or to ignore the fact that street children are at risk and lead a harsh life. But to say that they are vulnerable is not to say much (for so are many other children who receive far less attention), and as harsh as their situation is, it is wrong to think of it as invariably miserable or distressed. For example, work provides street children with a measure of material security which few of their non-working siblings and friends have. Also, and perhaps more important, it gives them a purpose away from the daily drudgery of poverty, which might be relative idleness for boys and hard domestic labour for girls, and which often leads to troubled interpersonal relations. Indeed, most street children report that their relations with their family improved after taking to the streets and that they are punished less frequently than their non-working siblings (Rizzini et al., 1994) .
Yet even if appraised by more stringent middle-class standards, it is questionable whether the common pronouncement 'what the street teaches, none of us would want our children to learn!' (Palaparti, 1995: 2) is fully justified. Oloko (1991) , for example, found that street children excel on moral dimensions of achievement, which refer to the attributes of leadership. They are also more co-operative and socially competent than the average school-going child, and more confident, persevering, and resourceful. 'I'll be a good businessman because I have learnt to look after myself ', as one street child put it (Agnelli, 1986, p. 31) . Furthermore, in the light of their background, they hold astonishingly 'conventional' views. Most would like to become electricians, mechanics, drivers or cooks, and their vision of a 'good future' -whose achievement they believe is up to them -is to have a family and stay away from crime. It should come as no surprise, therefore, that most street children not only see nothing wrong with their present lifestyle, but like it (Taçon, 1991a , Oliveira et al., 1992 Porio et al., 1994) .
That certain people accept their lifestyle, and might even enjoy it, does not mean that others must endorse it. Should even part of the foregoing be correct, however, that is, if child streetism is neither as personally or socially damaging as popularly thought, then one must ask why the phenomenon in its entirety is deemed so insufferable.
The answer, like most social explanations, is probably complex. I would propose, however, that its roots lie in our reliance for knowledge on human maturation on Northern-informed developmental psychology, whose explanations of childhood -regardless of theoretical orientationare predicated on two fundamental assumptions. Firstly, that childhood is epigenetic, that is, that all children undergo the same programmed schedule by which their physical, social and psychological capacities develop, and that any disturbance in this sequence leads to pathology. Secondly, that within this schedule, there is a critical role for adults, especially the mother, separation from whom has adverse bearings in later life or what Sgroi (1982, p. 114) calls neglected children being 'damaged goods'. Consequently, there is not only a perceived social investment in treating children well, but it is the duty of children to remain children, which is to say that they are not supposed to have the same traits as adults. Qualities admired in adults, such as independence or wariness, are therefore generally frowned upon in children, or as Hill (1855, in Hendrick, 1990, p. 43 ) already argued long ago: 'The delinquent … knows much and a great deal too much of what is called life. He can take care of his own immediate interests … [and] asks for no protection. He has consequently much to unlearn -he has to be turned again into a child. ' Developmental psychology plays such a role in the caring professions, and in popular thought, that these assumptions are experienced simply as the way things are. In fact, support for both claims is provided more by the ideological status of children in the North than by data.
The biologising of maturation
Underpinning most approaches to developmental psychology is the notion that children are something incomplete, and the ensuing search for laws that explain both how they grow into adult culture and when. As explicated by Morss (1990) , this usually involves treating certain social phenomena of childhood as natural facts, natural facts as biological facts, and hence biologising childhood. Professionals are then expected to use these supposed 'laws' to guide society on the proper way to raise children, unadulterated by foreign (that is, social or cultural) influences.
The truth of the matter is that there is no agreement either on what childhood is, or on what is proper for children. The way by which children acquire adult status, for example, span a gamut of progressions to reaching some preset age, and are further differentiated by activity (drinking, driving, working) and by gender. Similarly, where some societies regard children as dependent well into their teens, others expect children of six or seven years of age to care for those who are younger. Whether such practices are desirable is a moral dilemma that has no relevance to whether they are either possible or 'good' or 'bad' (Chaput Waksler, 1991) . Thus the fact that certain societies do not socialise females to bear children at fifteen years of age does not mean that females at this age cannot bear children, be good mothers and do so without psychological damage. To see negative implications in such practices -much as they might offend Northern mores -does not drive them out of existence as feasible alternatives.
In a similar vein, there is little to support the assumption that adults are the primary and necessary agents of child socialisation or that children require particular kinds of adult contact. For example, multi-care and sibling-care provision clearly can orient children to patterns other than monotropism. Likewise, as economies worsen, and more parents go out to work for longer hours, an increasing number of children spend much of their time out of the sight of adults with no apparent harm. Also, while there is evidence that adult support protects children from the negative effects of stressful experiences (Sandler et al., 1989) , there are equivalent claims that such support has no buffering effect (Treadwell and Johnson, 1980) , and might even be associated with higher psychological distress (McLoyd and Wilson, 1991) . Creating universal laws and standards from findings or situations such as these is at best problematic.
Disregarding reality
The second, and separate, criticism of developmental psychology is its insensitivity to the social context of maturation (other than as a facilitator for micro development) and its disregard of people's feasible contexts of choice.
Except for physical growth, children's prima facie task is to adapt to their environment and master it. Translated into study, this is to ask how children come to resemble the people of which they are a part, and are prepared for the society in which they live. In this respect, the daily reality of many people of the South differs radically from what people in the North have grown to accept, and from which most of our social and psychological 'scientific' proofs derive and feed back into. Chiefly this involves living in, or on the fringes of, absolute structural poverty, a primary element of which is the fusion of public and private. In particular, those who were born into and live constantly in absolute poverty are apt to make full private use of the free resources of the street, as it is here that significant actions and opportunities unfold. The streets, in effect, are their living rooms and places of business, as opposed to the middle class that orients itself around the home, the school room, and the office (Lieber, 1981) . Hence, as in India, whole families live on the street, while in other places this is where people make their living and interact.
It is within this context, deplorable as it might be (but also eradicable for years to come as the recent World Conference on Social Development has demonstrated fully), that child streetism must be assessed, for children can only develop into the world that is available to them. To condemn street children for adopting similar practices to these surroundingsespecially when most of their parents, realising that concepts that stem from the bourgeois modes of regulation are not salient to their situation, approve of their activities -and to divorce them from their context in favour of presumed universal principles, is hypocritical. So, too, is to fail to realise that only rich societies can afford to treat increasingly older people as children.
C O N C L U S I O N S
One of the central features of modern social history is the expansion of categories of persons who have obtained the right to regulate their lives without intermediaries, and to be treated with respect on their own accord. Topping this list, though still far from being emancipated fully, are women, indigenous peoples, the physically disabled and people with different sexual orientations. More recently, it is also recognised that within these categories, different people fit different moulds. Hence the publication of medical titles aimed specifically at black women, though their health does not differ from that of other women.
To respect others as autonomous beings is to treat them as capable of agency, which at a minimum means that we allow them, in some situations, to make the choices that will determine what happens to them and how they conduct their life, and that our responses to them are responses that respect their choices (Tännsjö, 1992) . To date, no country or society has included children in such treatment.
Article 27 of The Convention on the Rights of the Child states that every child has the right to a standard of living adequate for his or her physical, mental, spiritual, moral and social development. Parents have the primary responsibility to ensure that their children have this standard of living and governments must ensure that this responsibility can be fulfilled, and is.
The conditions of much of the South are such, however, that many parents are unable to fulfil this responsibility and governments are unable or unwilling to play their part. Certain children, therefore, have taken to pursuing their own standard of living by appropriating adulthood. They have, in effect, empowered themselves, unwilling to accept their externally imposed definitions of childhood, and the powerless role that mainstream culture reserves for them simply because they are poor. Moreover, they have done so apparently with little or no damage to society or to themselves.
Historically, the claims of any segment of society for greater autonomy have been strongly objected to, as challenging the 'natural' order of things. One such objection to child streetism already mentioned might be ideological. According to this view, if children are to grow properly into their culture, then they must remain children until admitted officially into adulthood. From this it is derived that every child has a right to be a child. Consequently, liberal theory has come to identify social progress with the formal exemption of children from the adult world (Lees and Mellor, 1986) , if not their forced expulsion. Another line of objection is political. Child advocacy groups, for example, may fear that depicting children as potentially independent might be used to justify spending cuts on child welfare. Also, it might anger the caring professions, such as social workers, who regard themselves as the custodians of empowerment. The idea that there are groups of vulnerable people who can do for themselves without being empowered by others might be professionally offensive.
5 Finally, there are people who believe that the very idea that certain children can manage on their own is simply an affront to, and contradicts, the common-sense image of adulthood.
Some of these objections are more telling than others, but none can be dismissed out of hand. To regard child streetism negatively, however, just because of Northern, middle-class norms of conduct and their ensuing definition of childhood is grossly inappropriate, especially before eradicating its causes. Well-wishers who insist on their ideal image, in contrast to what is feasible, might well end up doing more harm than good.
Instead, and to deal meaningfully with child streetism, we must reexamine our construct of childhood and what are proper activities for children. On the first count, it must be clear that children are capable of more than adults give them credit for. For example, at seven years of age they can already be considered responsible, and know when they do wrong (Bronfenbrenner, 1989; Collins, 1991) . As to the second point, what is proper for children, the issue is not in which activities children partake and where, but whether their energies are employed in ways that benefit their wellbeing.
What mainly distinguishes street children from other children of their age is that they spend much of their time working outside their homes for material gain, as opposed to working at school and at home without financial remuneration. There is no evidence, however, that this is damaging. Even in so-called developed countries, 40 to 70 per cent of children age eleven to sixteen are in part-time employment (Moorehead, 1987) , and in all countries but one (Afghanistan) the legal minimum age of employment is under eighteen, and often far below. 6 In effect, it is only the conditions of this work that might be problematic, that is, if they jeopardise health, or are exploitative. Hence banning children from work is not what is required, but according them the same protection from poor and dangerous working conditions that is extended to adults.
The biggest challenge to social policy to ensure the wellbeing of street children, however, is to decriminalise the street. Placing a premium on life organised around formal frameworks and private property, middleclass decision-makers equate the street with idleness, and idleness with delinquency, and consequently construct street life as illegitimate. Two of the oldest measures to this effect are the prohibition of street trading and loitering, that were introduced to the South by its then colonial masters to 'protect' them from 'the natives'. Upheld by the present ruling class for much the same reason, child streetism is thus criminalised automatically, with the result that street children are handled -or more often mishandled -primarily by the punitive arms of the state. Hence, as the children themselves are first to report, their major concern is police harassment, or as one child put it: 'It doesn't matter how you behave [or] what you do, they always see you as a street kid' (Oliveira et al., 1992:170) . It is therefore no wonder that the actors most involved in the eradication of child streetism are middle-class community leaders, and individuals like the Aga Khan and Crown Prince Hassan bin Talal who make up the Independent Commission on International Humanitarian issues. All of these people are undoubtedly sincere, but I would venture to suggest that they are more driven by the fear of street children than by genuine concern for their wellbeing.
N O T E S
1 In Botswana, for example, public assistance is often provided as a flat rate per household, irrespective of size (National Policy on Destitutes, November 1980), and in Jordan the law states categorically that family size shall not determine the amount received (Social Assistance and Rehabilitation Regulations No. 4 of 1963). 2 In line with findings internationally, a significant number of street children come from femaleheaded households or live with relatives other than their biological parents. In the Ghanaian survey, for example, biological mothers ranked highest in the care of the children (24 per cent), followed by other relatives (21 per cent). The predominance of these forms of caretakership, however, often has more to do with culture than family break-up. Thus in Ga society (to which 36 per cent of the said respondents belonged) it is the practice of parents to live apart and among the Akans (who made up 32 per cent of this sample) it is customary for children to live with an uncle. Similarly, in Botswana, most families are headed by single mothers, which is partly due to historical events and partly to women's private means of keeping their property, which they lose once they get married. 3 Ironically, this latter phenomenon (institutionalised in practices such as restaurants refusing to serve children) manifested itself most strongly in the now defunct 'children's society' of the Israeli socialist kibbutz. According to this arrangement, children and adults were kept totally apart except for two hours a day which were to be devoted to 'quality time' and 'bonding'. 4 For readers who are unfamiliar with pharmaceutical policies in the South, it should be mentioned that in most of these countries the range of medicines that can be purchased over the counter by far exceeds that in the North. 5 A pertinent example of this possibility was the slogan of a charitable organisation spotted by this author in Plettenburg Bag, South Africa in early 1995: 'Help our street children to help themselves by donating directly to the fund and NOT the children.' 6 A good example of this is an idealistic, two-page picture in National Geographic (December 1995, pp. 62-3) of an American farmer with his two sons, age 10 and 12, tracking down weeds on their farm in Washington State, which accompanies an article on sustainable agriculture. A similar picture taken in Africa would be more likely to be used to depict child labour.
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